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Abstract

SPHERE OF INFLUENCE
By Benjamin Andrew Jones, MFA
A Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of
Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University.
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2006
Major Director: Susie Ganch
Professor of Metals, Department Craft/Material Studies

The following thesis titled SPHERE OF INFLUENCE is about development. I
discuss my efforts to develop as an artist addressing observation and awareness of the self
and our surroundings. I will discuss how this relates to my approach with materials and
process and will explain not only what the sculpture titled SPHERE OF INFLUENCE has
come to represent for me, but also the reactions of viewers during the temporary
installation of the SPHERE OF INFLUENCE at the Anderson Gallery at Virginia
Commonwealth University from May 5th 2006 through May 14th, 2006. I will explain the
SPHERE OF INFLENCE’S function as both an object meant to evoke an awareness of
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v
what and who surrounds its space and as a metaphor of my efforts to surpass personal and
artistic boundaries.

vi

Artist Statement

My work communicates across social boundaries such as culture, age, and
education because it speaks of universally applicable concerns. At the center of my
conceptual investigations is an interest in the development of the mind and the expansion
of the self. I use my self and my direct surroundings as my model of observation.
The Sphere of Influence works as a metaphor of my own personal boundaries that I
have transcended through my efforts, the results, and the components of process. It is about
exceeding borders. It is a sculpture that from conception to execution embraced the idea of
development. New materials such as epoxy resin and fiberglass in combination with a
dramatic shift in scale have provided new grounds for exploration and opportunities for
growth.

Observations and Fabrications
Whether it is producing music or fabricating my current physical work, there has
always been an underlying similarity amongst the work I make. I enjoy the process and I
enjoy making the process change. Fabricating and building signifies the arrival of
something new. It is always exciting because a change is coming. The excitement of
discovery and eventually understanding a material or method of making is something that
has intrigued me and urged me to further pursue creating for a number of years.
I find that I am most satisfied when I am most challenged. There is a moment of
eureka that occurs when a technique is understood or a material’s use is found. It is a
marker that signifies a step in the development of my abilities as an artist. This is a
powerful moment that has, does, and will continue to serve as a great source of energy and
motivation for future work.
I spend a lot of time reflecting on both what I am capable of building and how I am
able to use material and fabrication methods to communicate my ideas to others. The more
aware that I am of my limits the greater my desire becomes to seek new information in
order to exceed them. This approach is applicable universally to anything in life. It is an
evolution that is based in challenges and questions.
To build the SPHERE OF INFLUENCE I had to teach myself how to properly use
materials that were new to me. To do so I needed only to look around. Friends and fellow
artists provided a wealth of information regarding the necessary steps, techniques, and
1
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processes. Professional contacts within various fields and industries contributed greatly
with my research as well. I was able to learn the characteristics of, for example, epoxy
resin as a result of just asking. Often showing a vested interest in understanding a material
or process would open valuable discussions with many industry professionals and many
doors leading to further investigations, discoveries, and opportunities.
I approach learning new techniques or materials with open expectations. I quickly
begin to relate its characteristics to what is already familiar to me, be it material or process.
The learning stages are full of experiments, both successful and unsuccessful. The
information gathered as a result of getting to know a technique or material is collected and
stored in a metaphorical mental library. This reference library allows me to address most
any conceptual idea I may have. By referring to this knowledge, I can apply the materials
and processes that best fit the idea.
Ability to see potential is an important factor in developing my art and life. My
efforts to seek out a material’s potential or a new way to manipulate material is not unlike
my efforts in life to discover and understand. It is based in observation. I try to take in all
that surrounds me and filter out the things I can use. Recognizing, understanding, and
applying these “potentials” inevitably leads me to some form of progression.
The experience of and time spent observing and exploring new avenues, for example, steel
construction, enabled me with new ways in which to build form. New understandings of
structural integrity came as a result of my time spent within the processes of metal
construction and manipulation. Because structural forms could be built in steel, the issue of
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scale no longer existed. I then was able to address scale and how I could use it to affect
people. In many ways a barrier was exceeded.

The Sphere of Influence
The SPHERE OF INFLUENCE stands larger than human scale and must
therefore be negotiated by the viewer. The rigid surface of the tank and the thick ribs of the
structure suggest a strong and unyielding form. The bulbous tank, resting atop three pilings
appears to be a type of containment device meant for a secure use. Splayed around the tank
and piercing through the walls, are cylindrical portals. Through these openings the inside is
revealed. The exit points vary in size, ranging from 2 inches in diameter to a single 24-inch
diameter and come out of the tank wall at varying lengths ranging from 1 to 16 inches.
Sleek like the surface of the tank shell with smooth edges, the portals are meant to suggest
a point of transmission, where strong and inevitable expulsions have or are occurring.
Within the tank exists a swarming vortex. A strong light is emitted from the center.
From deep red to shimmering, candy magenta, the vortex’s color shifts as the vantage
point changes. The distance from which the tanks walls keep the viewer as well as the
select viewing positions of the portals inhibits the swarm’s massive weight and steel
composition from being revealed. By distancing the viewer from a direct relationship with
the swarm it is able to exist as an abstracted representation of a universal energy source.
The ability to see the other openings in the tank and hear echoes from within are
each components meant to attract the viewer’s attention. They are elements that I use to
draw the viewer in close to the tank. In order to see as much of the undulating, winding
form of the vortex viewers must circle and navigate them selves around the tank to peer
through the portals. Their senses are prompted. Visually, aurally, and physically the viewer
4
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becomes aware of their surroundings. What they see and hear affects how and where they
move to. They are making decisions based on their observations and interactions. The
presence of other viewers compounds the dynamic by increasing the obstacles and
information each individual has to account for. To walk around the tank and view through
the exit portals requires a heightened awareness of oneself and the surroundings. As a
result of this need the viewer becomes engaged with those who surround them.
The SPHERE OF INFLUENCE exists as a sculpture meant to intrigue and prompt
discoveries for its viewers. It is also a sculpture that symbolizes the expansion, growth, and
development I have experienced while studying at Virginia Commonwealth University,
School of the Arts. The swarming vortex and the exit points at which the light and color
burst out of relates to me and my efforts to conquer the obstacles and barriers that
continually challenge me as an artist.

Shifts in Scale and Materials
Until my second year at Virginia Commonwealth University, my work
largely consisted of small-scale pieces. I produced sculpture and jewelry, both functional
and non-functional, of primarily bronze, silver, and gold. I was interested in using the
inherent, intimate qualities that small objects command in combination with a very
physical and direct approach to manipulating and combining the metal to create
compositions. Most of my first year of study was spent making works that were small and
deliberate yet were also made up of fragments of intensely manipulated metal. I was
interested, much as I still am, in creating work that forced an imaginative approach to
investigation.
During the fabrication of the series 30 Rings in 30 Days and the subsequent series
of brooches in the fall of 2004, I became very aware of how the perception of manipulation
could be altered according to scale. I very naturally began to question what other scales
might work in similar or contrasting ways. I was increasingly attracted to the potential
power that grander scales could have on the viewer. I began to seek out ways to build
pieces in a larger format. The Tate Modern described Anish Kapoor’s work as “enigmatic
sculptural forms that permeate physical and psychological space.”(1) The scale at which
some of his sculptures exist, for me has a lot to do with his ability to “permeate” the
“physical and psychological space.” For example the piece titled Marsyas, 2002, was a
massive structure that practically filled the massive Turbine Hall in which it was installed.
The imagination of the viewer is so much a part of the viewing of this piece due to the
6
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physical consumption of space Marsyas, 2002 demands. For me the worlds of tiny and
larger-than-human scales are formats in which viewers can be most affected and
challenged to see or feel something differently.
The introduction to the TIG and MIG welding processes and a shift to steel, a more
structurally capable material than the non-ferrous metals used before, prompted the
transition to begin making larger work.

Constructing the Sphere of Influence
The SPHERE OF INFLUENCE is made of 2 primary components. One is the Tank
and the other is the Vortex. The fabrication of both parts required new knowledge of new
materials and the processes for each. This section of the thesis will separately outline the
steps taken to fabricate both components.

8
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The Vortex
The Vortex is a form of 400 pounds of wire welded together using a MIG welder. I
had been experimenting with ways to metaphorically draw in space and found that steel
wire could be used with a MIG welder to quickly assemble singular elements into much
grander forms. Because of the structural qualities of steel and the numerous points at which
each single element is connected to another, weight management was not a great concern.
Each weld distributed the weight incurred by one piece to at least two others. The more I
added, the stronger the form became.
The Vortex is constructed of 9 gauge steel wire. I bought the steel in 100-pound
rolls, which were then cut similar lengths. Once cut, the singular pieces, which maintained
a residual curve from being coiled, could then used to build the undulating lines of the
vortex.
The surface treatment of the vortex is a multi-layered shell of urethane enamel.
This technique of painting is referred to as “kandy coating.” Essentially, many thin layers
of transparent color are painted over each other. The more layers that are painted on top of
each other, the deeper the color may be. I see the cohesive yet dramatic and shifting tones
inherent to this way of painting as a way to emphasize the activity and frenzy that I feel is
so prevalent in the composition of the vortex.
Once the final form had been completed the bare steel needed to be cleaned and
free of all dirt and oil. The deep layering of steel wires presented a challenge. As a result of
not being able to physically reach all parts the vortex to properly clean it, I needed to use a
rust neutralizer and inhibitor via spray bottle. After a plentiful application, the vortex was
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power-washed, dried, and immediately painted with an acid etching primer. Once the
primer set, a base coat was painted on top of it within 24 hours to secure a proper bond to
the primed surface.
The color effect that I aimed to achieve was a very intense magenta that shifted
from lighter to darker tones. To get this effect a copper/gold basecoat was used. Three
medium layers total were needed to set the foundation for the kandy layers.
The application of the transparent magenta was not as formulaic as the previous
coatings. Heavy build-up in some areas and very thin in dustings in others, gave the vortex
a bit of depth. The shifts in color encouraged the viewer’s eyes to move about the piece.
The entire vortex was painted and fully coated, sealing the surface uniformly. The form of
the vortex is enhanced by the shifts of nearly six layers of transparent paint in some places,
to a single layer of color in others. Once the final layer of the kandy magenta had began to
set, the final stage of clear coating the surface began.
When painting with urethane based enamels, the time between the applications of
the paint layers needs to be monitored. Depending on the manufacturer, the timeframe for
the paint to flash might differ slightly. Sequential paint layers need to be applied in a
scheduled time frame to ensure proper bonding to the previous layer. If this window is
allowed to pass and the paint is allowed to dry, then you have to go back and scuff the
surface of the paint so that the next layer will properly bond. In the case of painting the
swarm, the bulk of the painting was done so as to avoid the need to re-scuff the surface.
This was important to do because as explained earlier, not all of the surface of the vortex
could be accessible to hand clean and prep for new layers.
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Close observations of the drying stages were of most importance. The success of the
painted surface relied heavily on my ability to properly identify the changes in the paint as
it reached various curing stages and be able to respond at the appropriate time with
subsequent layers.
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The Tank
The need to build a tank to encase the vortex prompted me to explore new
materials. I needed a ridged structure both light and strong. This set into motion a period of
investigation for potential materials. I looked for materials that not only were feasible to
work with, but that were used in industrial applications for containment as well. I became
interested in exploring the familiar qualities that a specific material may have to the viewer
and how that may be used to enhance a conceptual idea.
I researched fiberglass and resin and how they were used to make barriers and
vessels intended to contain pressurized material. I looked at options such as ready-made
plastic tanks and spun metal spheres to name a few, however, no other material worked the
way that the fiberglass-reinforced resin could. Not only did the material have a history of
this kind of use, the manor in which make the tank would have to be made was new to me.
By challenging myself to gain new knowledge I took an active part in exceeding the limits
of my abilities.
Using fiberglass-reinforced resin was relatively new to me before building the tank.
As a result, I had to gather what information I could from my peers to get headed in the
right direction. I elected to use the West System brand epoxy, not only for its reputation as
a good product, but also because of the length at which the company has gone to provide
information to me about their resin products. Their website www.westsystem.com and the
product information booklets found at many distributors were of great value to my
experience and ability to understand and use this new material.
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I decided to build the tank in two halves using a plug mold of a single half of the
tank. My decision to make a single mold for the lamination of the fiberglass was based
around my concern with getting two half’s constructed that could be aligned and secured
properly to each other. This would enable the tanks form to flow smoothly from one half to
the next.
To create the tanks desired symmetrical form, I first began by constructing a
segmented positive of the tank form out of 4’ x 8’ x 7” thick foam blocks. Initially, I
roughed out the foam with a handsaw and corresponding templates to achieve a semiuniform surface. From that point, I engineered a jig that would allow the entire rough foam
form to be mounted and further shaped toward the symmetrical form desired. Essentially
the jig operated like a pottery wheel or upright lathe. With some assistance, the form could
be rotated around a central axis while I continued to refine the shape of the tank. A
template cut out of wood, permanently mounted to the side of the jig provided an accurate
guide to continually judge the work done to the surface. The shaping of the foam in the
early stages consisted mostly of handwork. However once mounted into the jig I was able
to shape the foam’s surface more consistently by also mounting a drill with a wire cup
brush attachment to the jig. From there, it was a matter of positioning the drill to the
appropriate cutting depth, locking the motor on, and merely spinning the form around.
Working in single passes with a 3-inch cup brush, I achieved a surface that could be
skinned by plaster.
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The plaster is the layer on which the fiberglass and resin was shaped. This meant
that surface continuity needed to be kept tight to keep the symmetry of the tank. I used a
gypsum plaster hybrid called TUF-CAL for this step. The TUF-CAL was selected for its
high early strength as well as for its dent and chip-resistant qualities. Fiberglass was used
to reinforce the large amount of plaster. Much concerns with the strength of the mold and
its ability to survive two uses was eliminated by leaving such a large amount of the foam
under the plaster. The foam supported the plaster skin very well as a result of having a
100% surface connection between the foam and the plaster.
The same jig used for the foam was used to apply and shape the plaster. The
operation of the jig was the same as when shaping the foam except now material was being
added to the form rather than taken away. As the depth of the plaster increased it would
begin to scrap the sides of the template and be shaped to the maximum size needed.
Applying the plaster was not easy at first. It would have been impossible to bulk up
the surface, or at least difficult, had I not been sensitive to the shifting state in which the
plaster goes through once mixed. Too thin and the coverage would not build up efficiently.
If the batch were mixed too thick or in too great a quantity, it would begin to dry or “kick”
to quickly. To have either of these happen would also be to compromise the integrity of the
plaster’s strength. This was a true balancing act. I had to mix enough plaster to cover a
sizable amount of the surface so that each individual batch of plaster would hug enough of
the surface to be structurally bound to it.
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I mixed batches of approximately 5 gallons of material at the proper mix ratio of
2:1 with water. The amount I was mixing at once demanded an absolute awareness of the
plasters state of being. I had to wait and make judgments as to when the plaster had
thickened just enough to cling to the sloped surface yet remain fluid enough to apply in its
entirety. Once the entire batch had been applied, and right before it was too hard to scrape
through the template, an assistant would rotate the mold through the template, which in
turn shaped the exact form mold. Once the final passes of the form occurred the mold was
then left to sit and completely dry. Dry and covered in several mold releases (bowling alley
wax and Vaseline, topped off with Mann silicone ease release 800) the mold was ready to
cast the resin onto.
Building a fiberglass-reinforced structure can involve many different techniques. It
is a process that is easy to use in some regards, yet also can be extremely challenging. Like
a lot of materials, the initial stages of understanding the application of resin is relatively
easy, if you can paint, you can resin. However the more that you explore its potential, the
more you will understand the complexities of advanced techniques and potential uses.
A smooth, even gel-coat is the first step. A gel-coat is a thin layer of resin that, in
most cases, is left as the final surface before paint. Once the gel-coat was applied and
begun to enter the later gel-state where the resin is tacky yet no peaks are formed when you
remove you finger from the surface, I was able to begin laying out the fiberglass fabric
onto the form. Once the entire form was covered making sure any seams had carefully
been overlapped at least two inches by the adjoining piece of fabric I began “wetting-out”
the cloth.

16
The Term “wetting-out” is a common term used to describe the process where you
saturate a given form of reinforcement material and carefully squeegee the excess. I
enjoyed and value this part of my resin experience perhaps most of all. The time and
physical effort it takes to wet-out a layer of cloth is somewhat precise. However there are
specific windows of time dictated by the resin that allow you to build many layers in
relatively quick segments. The trick is to catch each new layer of resin in the early-to-mid
gel-state. This is the state in which a new layer of resin maybe applied and will chemically
bond into the previous layer. If you wait too long and the gel-state passes to a later stage,
the full cure time of the resin must then be allowed to occur. You then have to prep the
surface by sanding the previous layer so that the new layer keys into the bite left on the
surface and bonds to the layer. To be sure of this a chemical bond between layers is
superior. To become proficient within the gel-state of resin and really to become capable of
understanding how the resin behaves, took a considerable amount of trials and close
observation. The changes a catalyzed resin incurs before and after the gel state served as
the best opportunity for me to study the behaviors of this new material.
The tank is not a single cast of resin and fiberglass. I made the tank so that it has
three segments per hemisphere. Each segment is defined by the ridges, which create a
relief off of the surface. The ribs were made by bonding a steel skeleton, fabricated at an
earlier stage, to the outer surface of the tank. The skeleton not only reinforced the structure,
it also served as the point at which the mechanical assembly of the tank would be located.
Once bonded to the surface, I could begin filling gaps with medium-density foam, which is
a mixture of epoxy resin and Microlight filler 410. The particular filler that I used is
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extremely low-density, man-made filler. It is added to a mixed batch of resin to thicken the
resin to a desired working consistency. I then followed this by structurally reinforcing
these locations with Fiberglass tape and multiple thin layers of resin.
The portals or exit points of the tank started off as cardboard tubes that I had
collected. The cardboard tubes were than completely encased with fiberglass-reinforced
resin then shaped to the desired lengths. The process of bonding the portals in place to the
tank was handled just like the steel skeletons process. First, all of the portals were
temporarily secured in place to check for alignment. Once the final decisions as to
placement were made, I permanently bonded them to the surface of the tank. I did not
remove the areas of the tank that were inside of the portals until a complete and permanent
seal had set-up at the connection point. I did this to keep the structure and placement of
both the tank and the portals as exact as possible. After the portals were securely attached
to the tanks walls I used a process called “filleting” smooth the transition between the tank
and each portal’s walls. Filleting is the process of filling in or bulking up the seams and
ridges. This not only smoothes the transition points, it is also a way to increases the
structural capabilities of the joint or ridge.
Now that the completed form was made my efforts were directed to fairing the surface of
the fiberglass resin. Fairing is the long arduous task of smoothing out planar surfaces of
resin. To do this the same assortment of fillers are used in conjunction with mixed batches
of resin as used for filleting. However unlike filleting a joint you do not need to concern
yourself with higher density fillers, such as Cab-O-Sil. The higher density fillers are great
for filleting because the fillers are harder and denser, thereby helping to create stronger
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joints, ribs, and seams. They are also harder to sand and carve. I use the Phenolic
Microballons for making my fairing compound. The microballons are literally small
spheres of air, and reduce the effort and physical toll that the sanding and smoothing steps
can take on someone. With the tanks surface as smooth as I wanted, all that was left to do
was apply the final layers of resin over the entire piece. This final step served as a seal over
the entire surface and completed the resin work on the SPHERE OF INFLUENCE.
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Materials

The Tank:
Steel:
- 0.5 inch square tubing
- 6.5 inch round pipe
- 4.5 inch round pipe
- 0.25 inch flat plate
- 2 x 0.25 inch flat stock
Fiberglass:
- 6 oz woven fabric
- 6 oz woven tape
- 5 inch Bi-axial tape
- 24 oz Roving
Fillers:
- West System #410 microlight
- Cab-o-Sil
Rubber:
- 1 inch thick black Urethane
Electrical:
- 13.8w AC/DC converter
- 2-pole electrical wire
Lamp:
- Sylvania SilverStar High Performance
9003ST Halogen Headlight Bulb
Resin:
-

West Systems epoxy resin 105
West Systems hardener 106

25
The vortex:
Steel:
- 9 gauge steel wire
Paint:
- House of Kolor, Kandy magenta over Shimrin gold
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